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	1. Chapter 1

Half an hour since, Effie had preferred a seven block walk through a crisp spring night to an hour and a half wait for a ride home in the Secretary of Communications' car. Besides, she'd been anxious to avoid any more of Plutarch's cantankerous demands this evening. The pace of these Post-war Internal Affairs events was exhausting, and eleven straight hours of orchestrating conventions was taking its toll on her disposition.

In the convention center's lobby she'd been approached by Porcius Humphries, an upstart politician from District 1. He said that he'd noticed her on several occasions walking in the vicinity of his new neighborhood, and he asked her if she'd like him to walk her home.

Effie graciously accepted, but now her aching feet and her companion's incessant jabbering, punctuated with animated waves of his hands, made her question that hasty decision.

"I certainly think that a national census is a step in the right direction; I'm just not sure that it isn't too soon. What's left of the population needs time to settle into more stable situations. Then we can take stock and prioritize legislative vacuums. We need to get some definite traction on policy, or we'll be faced with the threat of further upheavals."

"Yes, that would be best," Effie replied, trying to politely tune him out as they moved along the avenue.

—

At length, they reached the entrance to the building that contained Effie's apartment.

"Well, here we are." She flashed a garden variety plastic smile. "Thank you for walking with me, Mr. Humphries. I'm sure we'll meet again at the convention center." The former escort extended her hand.

Porcius took Effie's hand in both of his and suggested with enthusiasm, "Hey, let's have a nightcap. We're neighbors after all, and I hardly know you."

"Oh, no. Thank you for offering. I'm very tired. I feel like I've been on my feet for the last three days! Good night." She withdrew her hand with a parting smile and turned toward the row of glass panels and doors separating her lobby from the sidewalk.

Porcius, however, quickly caught her arm, pulling her away from the door and preventing her from entering the building. "Come on! A little company will help you unwind. Just for an hour."

Mild alarm flashed through Effie's mind as she wiggled her arm free. "No, thank you." she reiterated decidedly. "I'm tired and I'm going to go upstairs now. Good night." She didn't like to appear abrupt with those she didn't know well, but occasionally, working in public relations, everyone ran into overzealous characters. It was better to risk offending by drawing a boundary than to put up with a hanger-on for weeks on end. She turned her back in order to open the door.

Again, Porcius took hold of her elbow forcing Effie to turn and face him. "Hey," he barked at her, half under his breath, "we're not finished yet."

"In fact, Mr. Humphries, we are." No longer hiding her irritation, Effie attempted to yank her arm free. He held it fast.

"Let go of my arm." she demanded, jerking her shoulder back and trying to peel man's fingers off her sleeve.

Porcius Humphries was not a large man, but he had the advantages of sturdiness and an upper body that had clearly been attended to. Catching the wrist that aided his captive's struggle, he tightened his grip on both of Effie's limbs and growled, emphasizing each syllable, "Stop squirm-ing. I just want to talk to you!"

Both arms firmly trapped in the near stranger's grip, panic erupted in Effie and she began to tug and twist in earnest in order to regain control of her limbs. Porcius, in turn, fought for control by flexing his arms. Not willing to release his prize yet, but unwilling to create an absolute uproar, he pulled her into a controlling embrace.

"Stop it! Stop squirming! Hold still and I'll let go!"

"Leave me alone! Let go!" The woman''s voice was edged with fear. Her thrashing betrayed desperation. Then, with a reflex well known to every little sister of big brothers, Effie let her knees go slack as she straightened her arms above her head. She slid out of the malefactor's embrace and landed in a heap on the sidewalk. She began to quickly crawl towards the glass entrance of the apartment building.

Effie's maneuver had left Porcius in a standing crouch, and after an instant of startled confusion he stumbled over to her, snatching at the fabric on her sleeves. At the sensation of renewed contact, Effie spun around to kick at the beast from a sitting position, but mid-turn her elbow connected soundly with Porcius' temple, and he staggered backward, holding his head in one hand. After several seconds, he straightened to a stand, his face contorted with animal rage.

Effie wobbled to her feet. A fraction of a second too late, she caught a glimpse of the rocky fist that unleashed five hundred pounds of force just above the left corner of her expertly painted mouth. Little flashes of light splashed before her eyes, and she marveled at her own awareness of the "gong" sound her head made as it bounced off the nearby glass panel. The ex-escort crumpled to the ground with her chin buried in her hands.

Porcius' face registered an awakening to the scene before him as the headlights of a large black automobile swiped along the facade of the buildings across the street about two blocks away. He spun on his heels and jogged across into the shadowy corridor formed by two adjacent buildings which were about to be illuminated by the headlights. The car slowed as it approached Effie's apartment building. They'd seen something. Effie ignored the tuxedoed form shouting inquiries after her well-being from the lowered rear window.

A sticky red handprint marked the place on the window where Effie steadied herself as she stood up again. She pulled open the heavy glass door and slipped inside. To her relief, the elevator door opened at the first press of the call button. The man in the tuxedo shrugged, raised the window, and the car pulled away.

—

Five minutes later, a uniformed doorman appeared through one of the doors leading into the empty lobby, drying his hands on the front of his jacket. He paused halfway to the security podium, his attention caught by the bloody smear floating in transparency two feet above the marble floor. He stepped to the desk. The doorman's eyes grew wide as he reviewed the last five minutes' closed-circuit recording on the monitor.

Porcius Humphries watched from the shadows across the street. He cursed his bad luck as he skirted the block and searched for a service door that would lead him into Effie's apartment building.


	2. Chapter 2

A week's worth of dishes made soft thunking noises below a layer of suds. Night had fallen completely in District 12, outside the window above Haymitch's sink. He let the warm water and soap scent soothe his mind and his rough hands that twenty minutes ago were stiff from the chill around the feeding coop.

Haymitch's house hadn't deteriorated into shambles as it was wont to do before the war. Hazelle's regular housework helped, but the former mentor's periodic acts of self care, which coincided with bouts of sobriety, were the main contributors to Haymitch's elevated standard of living. Much to his surprise, Haymitch was conscious of the positive effects of home economy. The relative order in his home freed up corners of his mind, corners that he filled with fragrant soap suds, comical goslings, and mountain sunrises. Sometimes, old ghosts materialized in those corners, too, and so the drinking never completely stopped. There were just more clean tumblers and less junk to trip over on his way to bed.

The rhythmic beeping his government-issued tablet intruded into the dim tranquility of the evening. Haymitch turned to look at the device lying on the table across the room. He thought about ignoring it, then dried his hands on the towel beside the sink, thinking that he'd rather deal with whatever was the matter sooner rather than later.

"Yeah?" he spoke into the tablet after tapping the "answer" key.

"Haymitch," Plutarch Heavensbee's voice issued from the device, "Glad I caught you at home. Sorry about the hour."

"No problem. What's up?"

A pause on the other end alerted Haymitch to the probability of an unpleasant exchange.

"How's everything with Katniss and Peeta?" inquired Plutarch.

Avoidance, thought Haymitch. "Oh, you know," he sighed, "the girl's still kinda mopey, but she'll pull through. She gets out more now that Peeta's home."

He waited for Plutarch to continue.

"Good, good," answered the Communications Secretary, distractedly. Another pause ensued, and then a change in tone. "Listen, Haymitch… has Effie contacted you recently?"

"Effie? No, not lately. She called a few weeks ago to check in with the kids. She's working for you, isn't she?"

"Yes, she's, um, she's in public relations. But… unfortunately there's been a sort of… … an incident." Plutarch hesitated uncomfortably. "Effie's missing."

Haymitch frowned. "What do you mean, missing?"

"Well, Wednesday night she walked home from the convention center with an administrator from District 1 by the name of Porcius Humphries. The security camera at Effie's apartment, in the lobby, caught an altercation about half an hour after they left. There's no sound, but it looks like this man wanted a little more than a walk. She tried to brush him off, but… it went sour. He grabbed her and hit her pretty hard. She went down, then the guy got spooked by a passing car and ran off. Effie eventually got herself into the elevator, but when the new patrol officers got there to investigate, she wasn't in her apartment. Nobody can find this Humphries guy either." Not knowing why, Plutarch threw in, "They didn't know each other before."

Plutarch let the news sink in. The images conjured in Haymitch's mind made him feel several kinds of sick.*****

With no emotion in his voice, Haymitch finally spoke. "There's a doorman at her building. Where was he?"

"He was in the washroom. Missed the whole thing. But when he went back to the lobby, he saw the blood on the glass and looked at the security recording. That's when he called the patrols."

"There was blood on the door!?" Haymitch spat.

"Like I said, he... he hit her pretty hard. She got herself into the elevator after this individual ran off. We don't even know if their disappearances have anything to do with each other. That's why I called. We're trying to find out if maybe she ran, too, or if anyone might have seen or heard from her… after."

"And they're actually looking, too, right? I mean, you're not just calling around. People are actually looking, right? In the streets? In the places she goes?" Haymitch rolled his eyes and glanced around the room incredulously, as if Effie might have just been misplaced, under the kitchen table.

"Of course we are." Plutarch assured him. "But we have very little to go on, so, if you or the kids hear anything let us know."

"Right," Haymitch unceremoniously switched off the tablet.

_*Several Kinds of Sick:_

_Interrupathy__: The war had been over for months. Things had been going well. Peaceful, even. Well, things had been going. Haymitch had never considered what it would mean to live free, free to… do what, for forty years more? And this latest intrusion of the Capitol was interrupting… ? Goose farming? Alcoholic debauchery? It was absolutely interrupting things. Some things. He'd think of what, exactly._

_Imaginitis__: What happened to Effie, this real person who he knew, in the last forty-eight hours? Not even an optimist would think that something good could come of a disappearance after a violent assault. Was there a lifeless, high-heeled ankle sticking out from under a trash bin in a Capitol service alley? Was there 105 pounds of brutalized flesh tied up in the back of a dark storage locker? Did it happen with fists? With a knife? Did she fight? Was it painful? Was she still in pain?_

_Helplessorrhea__: For today's Capitol, this would be low priority. He could do a lot more, himself. He'd get dressed and… and go paw through 2,000 square blocks of service alleys? Talk to… Plutarch, who was already talking to more people who knew Effie than he would ever know? Drink? Yeah, he would anesthetize himself until they found her. No, wait, no he couldn't. What if she called? He wouldn't hear it. He would... he would… stay here in the kitchen. And wait._

_Soulalgia__: Who did this Porky Humpty think he was, anyway? What made him think he could walk with Effie? _

_She was not that guy's, that's for sure. _

_Right? _

_RIGHT?_


End file.
